Social facilitation of reproductive behaviour has been studied extensively in gulls and terns, but social facilitation of preening has been reported only anecdotally, and has not been previously quantified. We studied a common tern, Sterna hirundo, colony during the summers of 1996 and 1997 to test for socially facilitated preening. Scan sampling provided evidence of spatial and temporal synchrony of preening behaviour. Preening occurred more often than expected in groups of three or more neighbours. Breeding pairs also preened simultaneously more often than expected. In loafing (resting) areas, the proportion of preeners present increased with tern density. Behavioural observations suggest that preening spread from neighbour to neighbour. The observed clumping in preening behaviour could not be explained by differences in date, time of day or weather. Social facilitation of preening and other maintenance behaviour may be an important aspect of group living that is often overlooked.
Maintenance behaviour constitutes a substantial proportion of the time-activity budgets of birds and mammals, yet has probably received the least study of any major category of vertebrate behaviour (Cotgreave & Clayton 1994) . Preening in birds serves many functions, including feather care and the removal of dirt and ectoparasites (Andrew 1956; Van Iersel & Bol 1958; Van Rhijn 1977; Clayton 1991; Cotgreave & Clayton 1994) , and can also occur as a displacement activity (Andrew 1956; Van Iersel & Bol 1958) . In this study, we examined preening in the common tern, Sterna hirundo, to test for social facilitation of this behaviour.
Social facilitation is any increase in the frequency or intensity of a behaviour (except that due to learning) caused by the presence of conspecifics performing the same behaviour (Clayton 1978; Gochfeld 1980; Nicol 1995) . Social facilitation is an important aspect of group living, as the behaviour of one individual can induce similar behaviour in other group members. Social facilitation can enhance the benefits of group living by contributing to foraging success, antipredator defence, and reproductive synchrony within social groups (Clayton 1978) . The synchrony resulting from social facilitation is at a finer scale than synchrony resulting from environmental stimuli, and thus enhances cohesion of social groups (Clayton 1978) .
The adaptive benefits of socially facilitated preening are not obvious, and synchronous preening could actually be maladaptive if it decreases antipredator vigilance. However, possible functions for the social facilitation of preening exist. Preening aids in the removal of ectoparasites (Clayton 1990 (Clayton , 1991 Cotgreave & Clayton 1994) , which at increased levels, are a cost associated with living in groups (Alexander 1974) . Social facilitation of preening should lead to an increased proportion of time spent preening in group-living species, and thus could partially compensate for the increased parasite load. Cotgreave & Clayton (1994) found no larger proportion of time allocated to preening and related behaviour in colonial than in semicolonial or noncolonial birds, but their comparative study extended across taxa differing in many aspects other than the degree of coloniality. Preening in the presence of other preeners may also serve a social function. In stump-tailed macaques, Macaca arctoides, autogrooming near conspecifics had the same social effects as allogrooming with conspecifics (Goosen 1974). Among birds, evidence for a social function of synchronized preening comes from a reported tendency for preening to spread from dominant to subordinate individuals (Nguyen-Clausen 1975; Van Rhijn 1977) , perhaps signalling dominance status. Synchronous preening among mates (Caryl 1976 ) is also suggestive of communicative function.
Tests for the social facilitation of preening are extremely rare and are restricted to studies of captive birds. Nguyen-Clausen (1975) demonstrated that preening in a group of six mynahbirds, Acridotheres cristatellus,
